String figures do not lend themselves to being collected in the usual sense. The whole fun of string-figure making (and its foundational ontological premise) is that you always begin and end with the dumb and inert material: the loop of string. In contrast, the constituency or 'place of being' of the string figure is in the animation of the string, and its transformation through movement or manipulation. As Dinah Eastop, a contemporary commentator, has written: 'string figures exist only in the process of "making" them.' 8 We need to understand therefore what it was that McCarthy was collecting, and why. It is interesting to note in this regard that McCarthy recorded the Yolngu Matha term for string figures as 'maitka-uma' (his transcription of matjka-wuma).
9 This is a compound term, combining matjka, meaning string and things made with string (including string figures and chest harnesses), and wuma, a verb meaning to do or make. 10 Anthropologists and ethnologists considered the examination of games to be within the broad purview of studying a culture in its entirety. Since games were not considered of serious import, they were, however, often not accorded much time or space. String figures, however, were a special case.
From Little Things Big Things Grow: Or a case of 'mild diffusionism'
In ethnology, as in other sciences, nothing is too insignificant to receive attention.
11
-Alfred C. Haddon Alfred C. Haddon was a major force in the development and promotion of the anthropological study of string figures. He first encountered them on his 1888 trip to the Torres Strait. 12 After returning from a second tour-the famous Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Strait of 1898-Haddon co-wrote an article with W. H. R. Rivers (who accompanied him on that Expedition), which established a nomenclature and descriptive method for recording construction techniques for string figures. Addressing 'the paucity of the available information' on string figures, their object was 'to induce field workers to pay attention to the subject'. 13 By specifying standard terms for fingers, loops, near and far strings, and movements, they developed a systematic basis for the 'scientific' study of string figures, enhancing the potential for comparative analysis.
14 Their system of notation, with some modifications, remains the standard in use today.
In his introduction to Carolyn Furness Jayne's popular guide to String Figures (1906) (an inventory of research to that date), Haddon noted that in a number of cultures there were aspects of the practice that suggested a connection with religion and mythology. As he put it, 'we have here to do with some symbolism'. 15 He suggested that further research into this would be profitable. However, the primary motive of string-figure study-throughout its heyday in the first decades of the twentieth century-was determined by the 'scientific' course Haddon and Rivers had set. The recording of designs and the method of making them was the major preoccupation. The study of string figures was placed in the service of diffusionist theory, the goal of which was to map the spread of culture in time across geographic areas. 16 If the same string-figure design was found to occur in different places, it was inferred that some form of contact transmission between populations had taken place. As the same figure could be made by different means, the technique or order of manipulations was considered an essential factor in making such comparative analyses, rather than the focus being on final patterns alone. 17 As a later commentator explained: 'crucial affinities lie in style and procedure-distinctive openings, manipulations, extensions, and releases.'
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While anthropological debates about the value of diffusionist theory and between the adherents of different diffusionist hypotheses were most heated in Britain in the 1910s and 1920s, diffusionist thinking had a longer pedigree. The historian of anthropology George Stocking has argued that before the emergence of functionalism in the 1930s, two models of thinking alternated in dominanceboth taking a historical or diachronic perspective: 'a progressive developmental paradigm', which was evolutionist in nature; and 'a migrational or diffusionary paradigm'. 19 In this context, it should be noted that Haddon credited E. B. Tylor, who in 1879 gave an address on the geographical distribution of games, as the first to draw attention to the possible use of string-figure distribution to trace the migration of cultures.
20
The one and only time McCarthy worked on string figures was on the Arnhem Land Expedition. This was the first of only two opportunities he had to work with living cultures in his career. 21 During 30 years as head of the Department of Ethnology at the Australian Museum, he explored a broad field of topics, which could be placed under the general heading of anthropology, but his primary area of interest was in the sub-field of archaeology-in particular, the typology of stone tools and the sequencing of rock art. 22 McCarthy came to the pursuit of 'the prehistory and archaeology of the Aboriginal past' through his work at the museum, where he started at a very young age. This theory as its name implies, purports to reconstruct the historical development of a culture trait or complex by interpreting the chronological relationship between the relative geographical positions which the trait has successively occupied, or between the relative geographical distributions of the various differences which the trait has gone through in its historical development.
The quotation continues, giving more detail on the theory and its method. At the end, McCarthy sums up, not disapprovingly: 'From this statement of the aims of the theory, it is apparent that detailed and complete data, and a strict interpretation of the evidence are required.' 27 McCarthy was sympathetic to the rigours of this approach and to its aim of tracking, in effect, continuity and change in the development of culture. 28 In this latter respect, his interests are not that distant from the concerns of current researchers. 29 In a major article based on work he did for his dissertation, ' Aboriginal Australian material culture: Causative factors in its composition', published over two editions of Mankind in 1940, McCarthy wrote: 'the material culture of the aborigines has not remained static…The aborigines have experimented with many aspects of their culture, and in the adaptation to their environment have brought into play a great deal of ingenuity, resource and skill.' In his analysis of the 'causes of local variation', he recognised such factors as 'elaboration'-the development of locally unique forms (of a widespread feature, usually a customary way of doing something); 'invention'-the contributions made by individual craftsmen; and 'diffusion and trade'-the spread of influences between people within a local area. 30 The significant difference between McCarthy and contemporary researchers is primarily the product of the scale of the project-the big idea, the encyclopedic frame, the large map-which he and his colleagues were trying to fill. When it came to plotting external influences on the development of Australian Aboriginal culture-'the line of demarcation between introduced and indigenous traits'-he argued that there were problems that would not be 'satisfactorily settled' until 'a complete distributional analysis has been made of all traits in Australia and neighbouring cultures'.
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McCarthy was a late addition to the Expedition. His inclusion was not finally confirmed until early February 1948-a little more than one month before departure. In a letter to Mountford written at that time, he reported that he had been 'reading up the string figures' but was finding 'the technique extremely difficult to follow'. 32 It is possible, given this correspondence, that the idea of making a collection of string figures was first suggested by Mountford, who had previously done work on them. 33 But the project would have appealed to McCarthy's sense of professional purpose. As he told himself in his diary: 'There is no complete collection from Arnhem Land in existence.' 34 On the Expedition, McCarthy was involved in collecting material culture artefacts, excavating archaeological sites, and documenting rock art as well as recording string figures. Opportunities for observational fieldwork (of 'the making and use of objects') were limited by the routines of life at the mission stations where the Expedition set up base camps. 35 No matter how we might wish to classify his various pursuits, there is a sense they were all one and the same McCarthy left detailed descriptions of his process and procedures in the diaries he kept during the Expedition. Throughout these pages, his ambition of getting 'the complete' collection is apparent-the larger the number, the more complete a collection was deemed to be. His approach to collecting and recording was atomistic. He collected the bark paintings at a different time to recording their interpretations or stories; he collected the mounted figures separately from recording the techniques of making them. The objects were always collected first, and in quantity. They occupied the first column or row in his data table, providing the referent or master key for the other fields. That was their primary value. In the case of string figures, other data fields such as 'techniques of making' could be considered just as, or more, important.
In his answer to Walker's question regarding the most significant contribution made by the Expedition to the field of anthropology, McCarthy gave the reasons for his selection. He valued the archaeological survey because it was an 'untouched field' and produced 'type cultures hitherto unknown'. He valued the string figures because of the comprehensive nature of the collection: 'a record number…from one group of natives.' Interestingly, he felt the need to defend his position (which could have been seen as self-serving) with an aside as to why Mountford's collection of bark paintings and their interpretations did not rate. While finding fault with Mountford's collecting methods on Groote Eylandt, his basic argument was that collections of barks already existed from these areas. He pointed out that Ronald and Catherine Berndt had previously 'done more detailed and prolonged work' at Yirrkala and Oenpelli (now Gunbalanya). 36 The string figures, like the archaeological survey, filled in blanks on the map and made original additions to the database. The barks did not. 38 When McCarthy arrived, he noted that a significant proportion of the local population was living beyond the settlement. 'There are 100 natives here at present but as many again are out in the bush & at Pt. Bradshaw, Caledon Bay & Melville Bay because of a shortage of food on the Mission.' As he described it, the settlement consisted of 'the main building', occupied by the missionaries, while 'the natives live in corrugated iron huts set in three rows on a flat to the North, & there is an extensive garden…the site is beside a beautiful sea beach'.
The Specimen

39
McCarthy had been 'anxious' to start collecting string figures early in the Expedition when they were on Groote Eylandt, but was prevented from doing so by not having cardboard 'to pin them down'. 40 At Yirrkala, he was conscious of the need to get off the mark quickly. He wanted to go to Milingimbi Island with Setzler to do archaeological excavations for at least a month, and to explore other sites around the hinterland of Yirrkala, so was planning to spend 'only five weeks at most' in the mission itself. McCarthy's diary for 14 July recorded his advance preparations for the work ahead. He made a list of the material culture items they required, set up the ethnographic store tent, and began to study the string figures. making it is recorded. It did not, however, happen this way. The stages in the process and the three data types they relate to (photograph, mounted specimen, and textual record) were 'collected' at separate times.
McCarthy's activity can be divided into three phases. In the first of these-a two-week period from shortly after his arrival in Yirrkala to his departure for Milingimbi-he collected mounted specimens. He secured his first series (some six figures) from Mathaman Marika, one of the men with whom he had sustained contact during his time in Yirrkala. He found that Mathaman was not very good at making string figures-'a poor manipulator'-so the next day he approached the women at the Beach Camp. Working with a small group, he collected 20 figures. Archaeological diversions took up the next two days. When he returned to the task, he worked for the first time with Ngarrawu, who was to become his principal informant. Ngarrawu Mununggurr was a young Djapu woman in her twenties from the Caledon Bay area (a granddaughter of Wonggu). Married to Nanyin Maymuru of the Manggalili clan, she had one young child at the time. She was regularly employed as a domestic by the mission, and with her co-wife, Djunbiya, had been coopted by the Expedition to work as an assistant in the Nutrition Unit's testing lab, washing bottles and doing other tasks. Kelvin Hodges and Brian Billington, who ran the lab, first alerted McCarthy to the women's skill with string figures. While McCarthy appreciated the talent of both, Ngarrawu knew a greater range of designs. 44 He found her 'an ideal subject with whom to work'. Ngarrawu was, he records, 'shy in manner, but always happy & laughing' and 'a most obliging & cheerful person'. 45 After returning from another archaeological excursion, he spent three solid days working with Ngarrawu, at the end of which his collection of mounted string figures had grown to 90.
In collecting the mounted figures, after having 'exhausted those voluntarily performed' for him, McCarthy suggested subjects. 46 Once the figure was made and then mounted, the support was annotated with the name of the maker, the name of the subject in English, and its Yolngu Matha name. Relevant finger positions were marked in, and sometimes the general position of the hands was sketched. In many of the mounted figures, especially those relating to animals, parts of the design were identified as representing specific features, such as head, tail, belly, and so on. It is possible from McCarthy's diary entries to estimate the time he spent collecting the mounted figures, and from that to calculate that the average time taken to collect a single specimen was approximately 20 minutes. The concentration of this activity into three half-day and four full-day sessions made this a fairly demanding pace. After this, McCarthy spent approximately three weeks at Milingimbi (see Louise Hamby, this volume). When he returned to Yirrkala on 20 August, he learnt that the Expedition was due to depart for Oenpelli in less than two weeks, leaving 'very little time for recording the string figure techniques'. 47 McCarthy spent part of the next four days working with Ngarrawu recording instructions for making the string figures he had collected. During sessions that lasted two to three hours, they spent an average of 15 minutes on each figure. Ngarrawu's ability to accommodate the demands of McCarthy's 'methodology' was truly a feat. She could reproduce designs faultlessly, at random, on demand. Number was a currency that all the researchers on the Expedition traded in. With the exception perhaps of the Nutrition Unit, the total numbers of things collected was the measure of their work both for themselves and others; it was always the thing cited to summarise the Expedition's achievements. The emphasis on number went beyond it being an easy way of thinking about their performance, or translating what they were doing in their particular fields to their masters, or to a lay public. It was both simpler and more complex than that. Collecting as many objects as possible was an overriding concern. Their research behaviour was acquisitive. In building these collections, they were literally gathering data, and, according to the paradigm in which they were working, building a base for furthering knowledge.
This concern with quantity was made explicit in McCarthy's diaries. When the party was advised that the boat coming to transport their gear to Oenpelli was delayed, the three activities of collecting, recording and writing up were now combined in a final spate of string-figure research. Working with Ngarrawu, he caught up on recording the outstanding techniques for the 90 mounted figures already collected, and documented new ones also. This continued for a little more than a week, by which time the new departure date was approaching. In this third and final phase of McCarthy's work on the string figures at Yirrkala, he began to gather and record a new and different kind of data: what he referred to as 'social background' or 'social tie-up' material. This information about customary aspects of string-figure making was told to him by male informantsprincipally, Wandjuk Marika, his father, Mawalan, and Mawalan's brother Mathaman. They described various prohibitions and lore concerning figure making, including regulations that applied differentially to men, women and children. This explained a number of McCarthy's observations-in particular, the greater expertise of women in this aspect of the culture. Whereas men used string figures in ceremony, they were an everyday activity for the women. The men and the women had different names for the figures, denoting their 'inside' and 'outside' significance, and there were a number of figures that were known and made by men or women only. The children were instructed according to these rules. 55 They were organised, as was standard practice, according to a typology based on method of construction. Those made from the same openings were grouped together.
In 1941, D. S. Davidson had published a book based on his own field research that summarised the current state of knowledge on Australian Aboriginal string figures. McCarthy took it with him on the Expedition, and he used aspects of it as a template when writing up his data. His discussion of the 'characteristics' of the Yirrkala string figures was based on the factors Davidson had defined as significant for analysis of string figures as a 'cultural trait'-in particular, the types of manipulation and their number.
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McCarthy also described the range of subjects evident in the naming of figures, noting that 'the most important source of motives lies in the natural environment, human and animal behaviour and material culture'. Under the heading of 'Landscape and natural phenomena', for example, he lists: 'waterhole (two figures), two waterholes, water in a river-bed, ripples on a pool, running creek, crab-hole, lightning, morning star, sun, rain, clouds, granite boulders.' 57 There were string figures for most things encountered in the Yolngu world. He noted that the resemblance of the designs to the subjects they represented varied considerably. Davidson argued that 'the making of string figures in common with many other traits' had been introduced into Australia from Melanesia via Cape York in northern Queensland. 58 McCarthy was an advocate of Rivers' theory that Australia was probably visited by successive 'small bands of immigrant people arriving by chance at various points of the north Australian coastline', and that there were therefore 'a number of centres from which traits could diffuse'. 59 On the basis that only 24 Yirrkala figures, and three of the 78 collected from Central Australia, were duplicated in records from Queensland, he concluded that Arnhem Land formed a second point of diffusion (particularly into the Northern Territory and Central Australia). Based on the limited duplications he found between the Yirrkala figures and those collected in other locations, McCarthy argued, more radically, however, that the majority of Australian figures were in fact of 'local origin'. They represented local subjects and were made using local techniques, 'developed by a people from the common basic foundation'. 60 Davidson had emphatically stated (while admitting it seemed strange given 'the complex social and totemic systems' in Aboriginal culture) that there was no evidence that designs had significant content or meaning. '[P]ractically no patterns have been given a social, totemic or magical connotation…it would seem that string figures in Australia serve almost entirely the purpose of amusement', he wrote. 61 What is singular therefore in McCarthy's report is the information he includes under the heading of 'Socio-magical regulation'-the data gathered in his last days in Yirrkala. He observed, for example, that the making of string figures provided 'a link between the women and the tribal mythology', from which they were customarily excluded when it was expressed in the form of ceremonial ritual. ' As they make the string figures the women are thinking not only of a particular animal but of its significance in the Wawalik sisters' saga,' he explained. 62 While this kind of 'associated cultural data' was acknowledged as useful additional material, it seemed to be of little interest to McCarthy's contemporaries. Reviewers of McCarthy's work made no comment about it. Discussion fell rather to the import of his data, and the comparative analysis he undertook, for diffusionist hypotheses. The impact of his findings upon Davidson's assertion that string figures were a 'meaningless' pursuit was not addressed. A review by the American anthropologist Joseph Birdsell provoked an indignant letter from Barbara Lane at the University of Pittsburgh. 63 Birdsell proposed that
McCarthy's research, given the large sample size and the argument that the majority of figures were of local genesis, sounded the death knell for 'the little game of using string figures to trace cultural relationships'. An irony here is that in 1995 two contemporary experts on string figures, Honor Maude and Mark A. Sherman, having found that only 10 per cent of the Yirrkala designs could be made from McCarthy's instructions, published a 'major revision' of the techniques for making them. 64 There are a number of factors that could have contributed to the errors and inconsistencies in McCarthy's published data, but one assumption that can be safely made is that he was not practised in making string figures or recording how to make them. Both are recognised as difficult skills to master.
The written introduction to McCarthy's inventory of data starts with an acknowledgment of the role of his informants, in which they are all identified by name. He paid particular tribute to Ngarrawu, as he did also in an article on string figures in the Australian Museum Magazine: Na:rau…proved to be a golden goose, to coin a term; a genius with a loop of string. She set a world's record which may never be broken. Of the 212 designs that I collected at Yirrkala Na:rau made all but 10, and fashioned all but 6 of the 187 techniques (or series of manipulations secured). Whether she made the figures slowly for recording purposes or rapidly for photography, her errors were remarkable [sic] low. Her long slim fingers moved gracefully over the strings, like a pianist's over the keys of her piano. Her astoundingly wide knowledge of the designs, sequences of manipulations and subjects is, from the technical and quantitative points of view, proof of a mastery of her craft and of the possession of highly intellectual powers of mental and manual coordination. With Na:rau string- figure-making 67 These were the men from whom McCarthy gained his information about string figures and who later, as community leaders negotiating relations with the wider Australian society, saw 'educating Europeans about aboriginal culture' as a strategic tool. 68 Ngarrawu, through her marriage to Nanyin Maymuru, was part of this social grouping, but as a woman, working as the principal informant/collaborator with a male anthropologist, her role was unique.
For McCarthy, the collection of mounted figures was a way of recording the final design, to which the step-by-step instructions referred. Perhaps understandably, he did not value them as items of material culture in themselves. (Being made of industrially manufactured string, rather than the traditional type made from the inside bark of the kurrajong tree, they were obviously not the authentic artefacts of 'stone-age man'.) He did not include string figures in lists he made of the types of material culture items he wished to acquire. 69 He also did not include them in the Ethnology Register, made in the field, in which collected items were inventoried. 70 Most tellingly, he did not accession them into the Museum's collection on his return, as he did with the other artefacts. 71 They were kept, but ended up buried under a layer of other unregistered items in the Museum's stores, until unearthed by curator Stan Florek in 1988. 72 The value of these objects today is different to what it was when McCarthy collected them. Their material status is now paramount. They can be recognised as genuine historical artefacts of cross-cultural encounter and exchange. The product of collaboration between two individuals with different skills, they are representative of an engagement between knowledge systems. They do provide an excellent historical record of the practice of string-figure making in Yirrkala. For the visual anthropologist, the collection invites a semiotic analysis. The representational mode of string figures-as made in any part of the world-has not been adequately fathomed. So the size of the collection, and the extent of the accompanying data, is valuable indeed. It offers the opportunity to understand how string figures function as an aesthetic meaning system-that is, as an art form. McCarthy noted that his interest in matjka-wuma had stimulated enthusiasm for 'the making of them' within the community. 74 Ngarrawu also gained renown from being considered 'at Yirrkala by her people as the most skilful individual with maitka-uma'. 75 While still practised, string-figure making has not been highly valued as a cultural expression. Wherever it sat in the order of things within the semi-traditional society of 1948, its fate was tied to the community's increasing interaction with the values of a dominant mainstream Australian society. Just as the string figures were not objects that McCarthy could collect as such, it was explained to me that string figures are not something that you can buy and sell-unlike string bags or bark paintings. 76 After McCarthy, noone wanted string figures from the Yolngu. Unlike other cultural activities, they have no commodity value in the contemporary economy.
What significance the collection holds for today's community is yet to be told. I hope my interest has the same catalytic effect as McCarthy's did-and not just for Yolngu. The final aim of my project is to work in collaboration with the Yirrkala community to bring the string figures 'out of storage' and reanimate them, including telling their story in an exhibition context in which they can be seen, appreciated and experienced as living culture.
